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ABSTRACT Frequently, discussions about lan- 
guage teaching include the questions: Which types 
of errors should be treated and which ignored? 
How should errors be treated? To see the extent to 
which the behaviors of teachers could help answer 
these questions, eleven teachers were videotaped 
teaching the same lesson to their classes. Tran- 
scripts were made, containing both verbal and non- 
verbal behaviors. The analysis of the tapes showed 
that both the types of errors treated and the treat- 
ments used were quite similar. The teachers 
Introduction 
Errors ESL students make, as well as specula- 
tion about the causes of errors, have been treated 
in  a number of studies.' Based on these studiesand 
personal beliefs, some methodologists have made 
general suggestions about how teachers should 
treat errors. Others consider errors aberrations to 
be prevented at all cost and ignore their treat- 
ment. A few consider errors to  be aids that show 
teachers how students are developing both true 
and false hypotheses about the language. Others 
do not think errors matter much one way or the 
other in language learning. 
1. %=,for example, the  works by Burt andKiparsky, Corder, 
Dulay and Burt, George, Holley and King, P o l i t z a  and Ramirer, 
Richards, and Scott and Tucker cited in the References. 
John F. Fariselow (Ph.D., Teachers Wqe, Colunbla Univar- 
SitY) is -1 ate Rof- of h n p g e  .nd eduatlon at 
Teachers College, Columbla University, New York, N.Y. 
seemed less concerned with errors of grammar 
than with incorrect meaning. Giving the right 
answer was the most popular treatment. The 
similarity of behavior among the teachers did not 
provide as much insight into the treatment of 
errors as was hoped for. The process of analysis 
did lead to a number of ideas about possible alter- 
native treatments, The treatments suggested are 
based on the importance in  learning of contrasts, 
redundancy, explicit feedback, and the difference 
between long- and short-term memory. 
This study began as an attempt to see how 
experienced ESL teachers treated errors in their 
classes. The process of analyzing the data 
collected for the study led not only to  a description 
of eleven teachers' treatment of error, however. 
It also led to ideas about preventing some types of 
errors and possible alternative methods of 
correcting other types of errors. 
Collection of Data 
To prepare for the collection of data, eleven 
experienced ESL teachers were asked to allow a 
technician to videotape their teaching perfor- 
mance. They were given the same lesson plan and 
materials, and asked to teach the lesson to one of 
their regular classes. Adjective word order and 
the verbs 'holding' and 'wearing' were the focus of 
the lesson. The teachers were told their taped 
lesson would be compared with other lessons; they 
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were not told what  aspec ts  of t h e  lessons were to 
be  studied. The lessons were  videotaped, and 
t ranscr ipts  were made  which included notations of 
s tudent  to do, i t  was labelled 'different task.' Here  
is  an example  of this  type  of response. 
Teacher: What a r e  you holding? (expects  stu- 
dent  to te l l  him) - 
task 
Student: What a r e  you holding? different  
Teacher: Theanswer l  
non-verbal a s  well as verbal behaviors. The tapes  
and t ranscr ipts  provided t h e  d a t a  for  analysis. 
Counting and Judging Errors and Responses 
In analyzing t h e  da ta ,  any ut terances in English 
made  by a s tudent ,  e i ther  solicited by t h e  teacher  
or  volunteered by t h e  s tudent ,  were considered 
responses; less than t h r e e  percent  of t h e  responses 
were s tudent  initiated. When a teacher  interrupt-  
e d  a s tudent  response to provide new or additional 
information,  t h e  student's continued response was 
counted as a s e p a r a t e  response. 
Errors  w e r e  determined in two ways. When a 
teacher  t r e a t e d  par t  of a response as incorrect ,  
t h e  t r e a t e d  par t  was labelled incorrect .  If t h e  
teacher  l a t e r  in t h e  s a m e  lesson did not t r e a t  
something h e  had ear l ier  judged incorrect ,  t h e  par t  
of t h e  response t h a t  had been considered incorrect  
ear l ier  was s t i l l  labelled incorrect  on t h e  tran- 
script. Some teachers  asked s tudents  t o  change 
full forms  to contract ions in one  par t  of t h e  lesson 
and accepted  full forms in another  par t  of t h e  
lesson. Since full forms  were considered e r rors  at 
o n e  point, they  were  labelled as er rors  whenever 
they  occurred. The teachers  in t w o  classes  never 
t r e a t e d  t h e  full form,  such as 'He is,' as a n  error. 
The absence of contract ions in these  lessons was 
never labelled incorrect .  Likewise, some teachers  
consistently accepted  'wool' ra ther  than 'woolen' 
before  a noun; 'wool' was labelled a n  error  only 
when t h e  teacher  t r e a t e d  i t  as an error. 
Other  e r rors  were  judged on an absolute  scale. 
The substitution of a phoneme, such as /ow/, in t h e  
word 'glove,' even  if not  t rea ted ,  was labelled as a n  
error .  In t h e  sen tence  'I holding glove,' the ornis- 
sion of t h e  verb and t h e  a r t i c l e  were both noted 
even if t h e  teacher  did not  indicate  t h a t  t h e r e  was 
anything wrong with t h e  sentence.  
One t y p e  of non-linguistic e r ror  was also noted. 
When a s tudent  response was  cor rec t  linguistkcally 
but  d i f fe ren t  f rom what  t h e  teacher  had asked the 
Presentat ion and Discussion of Quant i ta t ive Data  
On t h e  average,  e r rors  occurred about  every 
f i f teen  seconds.* The average  length of t h e  
classes  was twenty-one minutes; approximately 
s ixteen responses w e r e  made each  minute, and  
27%of these  w e r e  judgedincorrect .  
The e r rors  w e r e  grouped according to a r e a  of 
content .  Incorrect function words, such as 'he' or 
'she,' o r  omission of t h e  a r t ic le  or auxiliary verb 
made  up 27% of t h e  errors. Incorrect  pronuncia- 
The type  of error  leas t  
likely to b e  t rea ted  
is a grammatical  error.  
tion, such as 'jello' for  'yellow'or ' k r e t ' f o r  'berg, '  
m a d e  up another  28%. Incorrect word form,  which 
involved incorrect  agreement  between subject and 
verb or  t h e  omission of suffixes such as t h e  ling' in 
'hold,' made  up 19% of t h e  errors. Incorrect  word 
order  accounted for  7% of t h e  errors ,  and incor- 
r e c t  conten t  words, such as 'plastic' for  'wool,' 
m a d e  up 12%. The non-linguistic error  of per- 
forming a different  task  made  up 7% of t h e  errors. 
In t h e  lessons, four  major types of tasks  were 
set: question-answer drills with 'Wh' questions, 
repetition of words OT pat terns ,  substitution drills, 
2. Tables showing detailed tallies of all the information 
contained below as well as tallies of all errors and treatments by 
individual les5on are available from the author. 
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and question-answer drills with yes/no or ei ther /or  
questions. Of the 778 tasks  set in which errors  
were made,  48% of t h e  e r rors  occurred in 
question-answer drills with 'Wh' questions, 28% 
occurred in repetitions, 22% in substitution drills, 
and 2% in question-answer drills with yes/no or 
e i ther lor  questions. 
As one  might expect ,  e r rors  occur  a grea t  deal  
less  f requent ly  when t h e  task simply calls for  o n e  
to say  nyestt o r  %o" or repea t  par t  of an ei ther /or  
question. The f a c t  t h a t  22% of t h e  errors  occurred 
during substitution exercises  and 28% occurred 
during repet i t ions suggests t h a t  substitutions a r e  
not  necessarily harder than repetitions. The 
percentages clear ly  show t h a t  asking s tudents  'Wh' 
questions t h a t  require  t h e  identification of objects  
or t h e  recal l  of sentences pract iced ear l ier  seems 
to be one  s u r e  way to el ic i t  errors. 
To  discover t h e  ways teachers  t rea ted  t h e  

















responses were labelled in one of sixteen ways. 
Table I shows t h e  s ixteen types of t r e a t m e n t  and 
t h e  approximate number of instances of each. 
In addition to tallying t h e  types of t r e a t m e n t  
given a f t e r  errors ,  t h e  types of t r e a t m e n t  given 
according to t h e  type  of error  was also counted. 
This ta l ly  showed t h a t  t h e  type  of error  least  likely 
to be  t r e a t e d  is a grammatical  error. For example, 
around 33% of t h e  e r rors  in funct ion words were  
ignored. On t h e  o ther  hand, if a s tudent  did a task 
different  f rom t h e  one t h e  teacher  had set or 
produced a n  incorrect  conten t  word, t h e r e  was a 
94% chance  t h a t  t r e a t m e n t  of some kind would 
follow. Omission of an auxiliary or incorrect  word 
order ,  conten t  words, and  pronunciation evoked 
t h e  most instances of explicit indications t h a t  a 
response was incorrect .  Of 133 indications of 'no,' 
eighty-five occurred a f t e r  these  errors: f i f teen  
a f t e r  omission of auxiliary, th i r teen  a f t e r  incor- 
r e c t  word order, twenty- two af te r  incorrect  
TABLE 1 
Types of Treatment of Errors and Approximate Number of Each Type for Eleven Classes 
Types of Treatment Following Error 
Approximate Number 
a i d e  
of each T 
No treatment: sets another unrelated task 174 (18%) __ 
Sets task again with no new information: "Again" 
Gives correct answer orally -- -- 
35 ( 4%)--.-- %T 
Correct response given wall*~ another student-- 
I- 
Acceptance of response containing error8 "\l'es, OK," shakes head- 41 ( 4%) 
++%&--- -- 
-- 
Gives part of correct response or established cue in a different medium: 
5: Wool. T: (points to an Int written on the  blackboard) 
S: Heholding. T: zzz. 5: Oh,hets holding. 
S. A silk yellow tie. 7: (switches arms) S: Yellow silk 
177 (19 
Gives information: S: W o o l e n  black beret  
7: Color first -- 
Presents alternatives: S: Where a r e  you holding? 24 ( 3%) 
T: Where OT what? 
Repeats response with rising intonation: 51 ( 5%) 
S: Leather p o v e  T: Leather what? 
S: Plastics T: Plastic? 
S: Green (correct answer is gray) T: Green? 
Gives indirect information. 27 ( 3%) 
S: (holding a silk tie) Linen. T: The material is from China. 
S: Gloves.- (pointing to one glove) T: How many? 
Stops student from continuing response: 27 ( 3%) 
S: I holding... Tr (holds up hand like a policeman) 
Indicates no with a gesture: 73 ( 8%) 
Shakes hca sideways, grimaces, or shakes finger 
says "no" or "uh uh" I4 ( 1%) 
G e s t u a  and says %on or "uh rh" 12 ( 1961 
Repeats student incorrect response and says h o p  34 ( 4%) 
SI Linen. T: No, not linen 
Miscellaneous: student stops in midresponse and corrects self; 36 ( 4%) 
teacher reaction unintelligible on tape; teacher simply waits, 
and student starts again without error 
Total 943 (99%) 
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content  word, and thirty-five a f t e r  incorrect  
pronunciation. 
Presentat ion and Discussion of Descriptive Data  
Any type  of conten t  analysis or categorizat ion 
obscures  some information. Repea ted  viewing of 
t h e  videotapes, coupled with intensive counting 
and coding of t h e  responses on t h e  t ranscr ipts ,  led 
to several  crucial realizations. The f igures  do not  
show t h e  fact tha t  t h e  t r e a t m e n t s  sometimes 
occurred in combinations, some of whictu were 
ambiguous. After  an error  in a response, a teacher  
somet imes  gestured 'no,' rubbed a sock, and 
pointed to a bag--three separa te  t rea tments  t h a t  
could be difficult t o  comprehend. There were 
t imes  when teachers  said "fine" and at t h e  s a m e  
t i m e  shook their  heads sideways. The 'fine' no 
doubt was intended as a signal t h a t  t h e  response 
was t h e  one expected;  t h e  negat ive ges ture  was 
probably intended as a signal t h a t  some par t  of t h e  
response was incorrect .  
The f igures  do not  re f lec t  t h e  lack of consis- 
tency  in t rea t ing  e r rors  e i ther .  In one par t  of a 
lesson, a t ten t ion  was focused on t h e  absence of an 
~~~ ~ ~- 
T r e a t m e n t s  s o m e t i m e s  
occur red  in combinat ions,  
some of which w e r e  
ambiguous. 
a r t i c l e  or an auxiliary verb; in another  par t  of t h e  
s a m e  lesson, these  omissions were  ignored. 
The quant i ta t ive  information also fai ls  toshow 
t h a t  a f t e r  e r rors  of pronunciation, short  repet i t ion 
cycles  occurred. The teacher  f requent ly  asked 
each  s tudent  in turn to say t h e  word t h a t  had been 
mispronounced by one s tudent ;  choral repet i t ion of 
t h e  mispronounced word of ten  took place during 
these  pronunciation interludes. 
Since t h e  f igures  a r e  based on al l  t h e  tapes ,  
they  also fai l  to show t h a t  some teachers  did not  
use par t icular  t rea tments  at all. Though 3%of t h e  
t ime,  e r rors  were followed with some indication 
f rom t h e  teacher  t o  s top,  only a few teachers  used 
this  tac t ic .  Likewise, some teachers  never said 
"no," presented al ternat ives ,  or gave  information. 
The one  t a c t i c  all t h e  teachers  did use was to 
present  t h e  right answer or par t  of t h e  answer 
a f t e r  an error .  Rereading t h e  t ranscr ipts  of t h e  
lessons and re-viewing t h e  tapes of t h e  lessons 
with this  f a c t  in mind suggests  strongly t h a t  a 
major goal of these  lessons seemed to be  to have 
s tudents  answer questions and use pa t te rns  in a 
way t h e  teacher  had planned--with "0 variation 
allowed. I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  t h e  teachers  were  asked to 
teach  particular content .  But s tudents  sometimes 
made side comments  containing information 
re la ted  to t h e  lesson; these  comments  were 
'squelched' ra ther  than used. Errors  in adject ive 
word order  involving color and mater ia l  were 
infrequent. Yet ,  when s tudents  referred to an 
object  as cheap  or dirty, o r  a color as dark, 
t eachers  did not t r y  to  incorporate  these  adjec- 
t ives  in to  t h e  paradigm outlined in t h e  lesson plan. 
No ef for t  was  made  to el ic i t ,  use, o r  incorporate  
s tudent  words relat ing to t h e  color-material- 
object  pat tern.  
The only t i m e  s tudents  were  encouraged to t r y  
o u t  their words was in t h e  identification of 
objects: 
T: What mater ia l  is this? (holding a t ie )  
S .  Linen. 
5: Wool. 
S: Cotton.  
T: It's linen. 
Guessing of this  kind was allowed, but  s tudents  
were  nei ther  allowed nor encouraged to  f i t  new 
words into t h e  pa t te rns  or  to descr ibe t h e  s a m e  
objects  using a prepositional phrase ra ther  than 
t h e  color-material-object pat tern,  e.g., "It's a r e d  
sock made  of  wool.^' This pa t te rn  can be  used as a 
contrast ing pa t te rn  to show how 'a red woolen 
sock' and 'a red sock made of wool' a r e  re la ted.  
Hypothesis tes t ing,  experimentat ion with lan- 
guage rules, seemed absent ;  congr;uence with t h e  
teachers '  expectat ions seemed to be t h e  rule. 
Though guessing of conten t  words took place, 
hypothesis tes t ing about  pa t te rns  did not. Trying 
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to say  what  t h e  teacher  wants  need not be ant i -  
t h e t i c  to tes t ing out  hypotheses about how lan- 
guage works, but in these  lessons t h e  two seemed 
to work in opposition. 
Prevent  ion of Errors 
Though t h e  optimum number of er rors  in a 
lesson can  probably never be determined,  t h e  
learning value of some types of e r rors  seen in these  
lessons is  questionable. Asking a student  to 
ident i fy  a n  object  or t h e  quality of a n  object  shows 
whether  t h e  s tudent  knows t h e  word or  not, but 
yes/no and ei ther /or  questions about  objects  would 
m e e t  his a im as well--and with fewer  errors ,  no  
doubt. The teacher 's  presentat ion of content  
words might prevent many incorrect  ones f rom 
being said, and t h e  t i m e  saved might be t te r  be  used 
to t r e a t  e r rors  involving incorrect  form. 
In a f e w  instances, t eachers  expected s tudents  
to respond very quickly. Though some consider a 
quick pace necessary to keep  a lesson moving, 
requiring s tudents  to respond more  quickly than  
one  would be  expec ted  to in ordinary conversation 
has drawbacks. Nat ive speakers  make slips of t h e  
tongue during verbal games  and ordinary conversa- 
t ions in which t h e r e  is  a g r e a t  deal  of quick give 
and  take. With a longer 'wait time,' some s tudents  
may be able  to edi t  their  responses in their  mind 
before  producing them. As a resul t ,  s o m e  of those  
e r rors  t h a t  a r e  t h e  resul t  of slips of t h e  tongue 
might be prevented. In one  descriptive study, 
English teachers  were  found to vary t h e  amount  of 
lead  t i m e  they  gave  according to t h e  academic  
level  of t h e  class; much less lead t i m e  was given to 
s tudents  in below-average classes  than in above- 
average  c l a ~ s e s . ~  The salutary e f f e c t  of a longer 
wai t  t i m e  on both t h e  quality and length of s tudent  
responses was described in a study of science 
classes. 4 
3. James Hoetker, "Teacher Questioning Behavior in Nine 
Junior High School English Classes," Research in the Teaching of 
Ulglish, 2, ii (1968), 99-106. 
0. Mary Budd Rowe, "Science, Silence, and Sanctions," 
Science and Children, 6, vi (1969), 11-13. 
A good deal of t i m e  in these  lessons was spent  
distinguishing t h e  meaning of 'wearing' and 
'holding' through questions such a s  "What's she 
doing?" When I have a sock over my hand, am I 
wearing i t  or holding i t ?  If 1 put a small boxing 
glove on my finger, should I use 'holding' or 
'wearing?' These subt le  distinctions a r e  difficult 
for nat ive speakers. Before asking someone to te l l  
what  someone e l se  is  doing in a particular 
instance,  t h e  teacher  might indicate  which word 
h e  thinks goes with t h e  par t icular  action. After  
giving a n  indication of t h e  word to use, t h e  s tudent  
Some teachers did not use 
particular treatments at all. 
might be  tested. To  expec t  s tudents  to make 
ambiguous word choices  is simply to encourage 
e r rors  t h a t  do not  have much learning value. 
To decrease  t h e  number of responses t h a t  a r e  
different  f rom those  expected or  contain fewer  
words than desired, explicit directions with 
examples and a longer wait t i m e  before t h e  
response might be  helpful. The teachers  in many 
of these  classes  tended to indicate  implicitly t h e  
kind of responses desired, and a f t e r  t h e  responses 
ra ther  than before. When a student  says "You a r e  
holding a whi te  hat" ra ther  than "You a r e  holding a 
white  woolen hat" in answer to t h e  question "What 
a m  I holding?," h e  does not  necessarily lack lan- 
guage ability. The answer is  perfect ly  natural  with 
or without a word for  t h e  mater ia l .  To wai t  until 
a f t e r  t h e  response to say  t h a t  you want  t h e  mate-  
rial as well as t h e  color will probably cause more  
undesired responses than saying it before  t h e  
response. 
Though er rors  in grammar and pronunciation 
cannot  be prevented, repet i t ion of them might be. 
Many cycles  in these  classes contained instances 
of repea ted  e r rors  d u e  in par t ,  perhaps, to t h e  f a c t  
t h a t  t h e  teacher  of ten  did not  indicate  e i ther  t h a t  
a n  e r ror  had occurred or where i t  had occurred. 
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When a student's incorrect  response is followed by 
a subt le  shaking of t h e  head or  "again," t h e  s tudent  
does not  necessarily know t h a t  his response 
contained an error  or know t h e  location of t h e  
error .  'Again' can mean "I did not hear you" a s  well  
as "you made  a mistake." Shaking one's head 
sideways--the method used to communicate  55% 
of t h e  'no's' in these  lessons--while s tudents  a r e  
engaged in looking at fel low students  to whom they  
had just asked questions or lookingat  t h e  mater ia l s  
in their  hands on which they had just commented,  
is  probably not easy for  t h e  s tudent  to see. These 
types of ra ther  ambiguous react ions probably 
caused some errors  t o  be repea ted  to no purpose. 
The value of this  type  of error  repet i t ion is 
questionable: 
S: H e  holding hat .  
T: Again. 
S: She holdinr! hat .  
in t rea t ing  errors. Teachers  accepted  incorrect  
responses in one  par t  of a lesson and did not accept  
them in o ther  par t s  of t h e  lesson. Consistency in 
s tandards of acceptance ,  explicit information 
about types and locations of errors ,  explanations 
t o  show what is expected before  responses ra ther  
than a f t e r ,  longer wait t imes,  and tes t ing of 
knowledge of conten t  words by yes/no and 
e i ther lor  questions ra ther  than question-word 
questions might all help prevent some types of 
errors. Explicit information and consistency of 
s tandards may also aid s tudents  in developing 
cr i te r ia  of correctness .  
Suggested A1 t e r n a t e  Tr eatrnents  
Basically, t h e  t r e a t m e n t s  in these lessons 
involved giving t h e  s tudents  another  chance, with - 
T: She? 
S: holding ... 
Even t h e  presentat ionof  t h e  r ight  answer a f t e r  
an incorrect  response can lead t o  repetition of t h e  
error .  In these  lessons, t h e  teachers  presented t h e  
or without various amounts  of information; e i ther  
t h e  comple te  answer was given or a par t  of t h e  
answer was given in speech or in some other  
medium. Errors were t rea ted  by represent ing t h e  
comple te  cor rec t  response or t h e  par t  of t h e  
right answer a f t e r  cor rec t  as well as incorrect  
responses. This example i l lustrates  one type  of 
pa t te rn  of t rea tment .  
response needed by t h e  s tudent  to rnake his re- 
sponse cor rec t .  The degree  to which this  basic 
type  of t r e a t m e n t  helps move pa t te rns  in to  stu- 
dents'  long-term memories  or helps them establish T : It's blue. 
SI: I t  blue. 
T : It's blue. 
S2: It's blue. 
T : It's blue. 
S1: I t  blue. 
T : It's blue. 
SI: It blue. 
The teacher 's  purpose for t h e  repetition in lines 
3, 5 ,  and 7 may be different .  Line 5 may be  
intended as reinforcement .  Lines 3 and 7 may be  
intended as signals t h a t  e r rors  have been made. 
But s ince t h e  s a m e  behavior has a t  least  two 
s e p a r a t e  purposes, t h e  students'  perceptions of t h e  
behavior may be different  from t h e  teacher's 
intentions. These types of behaviors can be 
considered ambiguous. 
Another type  of ambiguity might have occur- 
red  as a resul t  of t h e  inconsistency of t h e  teachers  
deep-level rules  or categories  is  probably minimal. 
One  a l te rna t ive  approach would be  to present  a 
number of tasks  a f t e r  e r rors  a r e  made  in order to 
help s tudents  establish categories ,  a l te r  their deep 
rules f o r  generat ing ut terances,  and help move 
pa t te rns  into long-term memory. When t h e  answer 
alone is given, a sense t h a t  t h e  language works in a 
pat terned way cannot  be easily discerned. In t h e  
follow-up tasks  suggested here ,  t h e  goal is to help 
s tudents  move t h e  pa t te rns  into long-term 
memory, establish categories ,  a l te r  deep-level 
rules, and point out  relationships between differ- 
e n t  pa t te rns  in t h e  language. These tasks  may not 
produce t h e  right answer as quickly as t h e  
teacher 's  giving t h e  answer would. However, their  
goal is  to t e a c h  ra ther  than just correct .  They a r e  
not  suggested for  t rea t ing  incorrect  conten t  words 
or  slips of t h e  tongue. They a r e  suggested for  
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t rea t ing  e r rors  resulting from incorrect  hypothe- 
ses about  how t h e  language works and involving 
problems of percept ion as well as production. 
The purpose of these  tasks  is  to reduce stu- 
dents'  uncer ta inty about  how t h e  language works. 
The assumptions underlying them are: (1) Welearn 
what  something is by what  i t  is not; (2) Redundancy 
can a id  learning; (3) Explicit feedback t h a t  
indicates  whether  something is wrong as well as 
how i t  is  wrong can help develop understanding; (4) 
What e a r s  hear  and eyes  see is  not  necessarily what  
is said or writ ten;  our prior knowledge colors our 
Experimentation with language 
rules seemed absent; 
congruence with t h e  teachers '  
expectations seemed to be t h e  
rule. 
percept ions and blinds us to cer ta in  cr i t ical  
dis t inct ive f e a t ~ r e s . ~  The tasks  a r e  not  new; a few 
were  used incidentally in these  lessons, and most 
have  been suggested in methods books, though not 
necessarily for  use in t h e  t r e a t m e n t  of error .  
O n e  type  involves discrimination exercises, 
reserved by many for  minimal-pair drills in 
pronunciation lessons. 
(1) S: I holding a whi te  woolen hat. 
T: I holding, I'm holding. Are  these  t h e  
same?  
(2) T: (pointing to I'm and I a m  on  t h e  black- 
board) W h i c h o n e  o m e s e  is  t h e  full 
form? 
(3) T: I holding, I'm holding. Which is 
incorrect?  
(4) T: I holding, cor rec t  or incorrect?  
Another type  of task involves classification. 
For example, t h e  teacher  draws t h r e e  columns on  
5. Frank Smith, Understanding Reading 
Rinehart and Winston-71). 
(New York: HOlt, 
t h e  blackboard and puts labels on them: 
The s tudents  copy t h e  columns with t h e  labels. 
The teacher  then d ic ta tes  models, and s tudents  
wr i te  each  in t h e  proper column. The teacher  
gives immedia te  knowledge of resul ts  by s ta t ing  
t h e  column e a c h  belongs in immediately a f t e r  he 
s t a t e s  t h e  model. There is no need to limit t h e  
models to 'I' or  even to real words. Models such as 
'John's holding,' 'Jim holding; 'I lopping' can  also be  
used. The form is what  is being highlighted. 
The goal of al l  of these types of tasks is to  help 
s tudents  se t  up categories  in their  minds. Whether 
s tudents  a r e  asked to discriminate between two 
different  cor rec t  forms or between incorrect  and 
c o r r e c t  forms, or whether s tudents  a r e  asked to 
classify many examples  of different  forms, t h e  
goal is the  same-to help s tudents  develop 
categories  by seeing not only what models contain 
but  also what they do not contain, so ambiguity 
about  the  language can be reduced. 
Tasks involving analysis can also be  set. The 
teacher  can  wr i te  examples on t h e  blackboard and 
ask questions about  each  example t h a t  highlight 
distinctions. 
T: (writes I'm holdin and I am holdin on t h e  
board) How m a n y ! y l l a b d s t  one? 
s: Two. 
T: Spell t h e  second one. 
S: (spells t h e  words) 
T: What sound is  between'l 'and'h'in t h e  f i r s t?  
In t h e  second? 
The goal of these  tasks  is  to provide explicit infor- 
mation about  t h e  specif ic  aspect of t h e  language 
causing difficulty. 
Finally, manipulation exercises  can  be con- 
duc ted  to show fur ther  cont ras t s  and relationships. 
T: Who's holding t h e  ski  cap? (said with eyes  
s: t a m .  
T: What're you doing with t h e  ski c a p  now? 
S: I'm passing i t  t o  Clara. flow she's holding it.  
T: Clara,  you're holding i t  now. 
S: No, I'm wearing i t  now. 
closed) 
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T: I don't believe you. I think it's too small  for  e r rors  t h a t  occur  during teaching. If a s tudent  has  
been using an incorrect  form for months, a few 
additional productions of t h e  incorrect  form would 
seem unlikely to set t h e  pa t te rn  any more  f i rmly in 
his mind. Many s tudents  have never seen or heard 
t h e  distinctions between incorrect  and cor rec t  
forms,  and some probably cannot  without some 
you. 
S: Well, 1 am.  
Even mechanical manipulation exercises  might be  
used to help show relationships, using ei ther  real  or 
nonsense words. 
T: I a m  waiting. Make a contract ion.  
S: I'm waiting. 
T: Bin is binning. Make a contraction. 
S: Bin's binning. 
Teachers  may wish t o  make  use of redundancy, 
contrasts ,  and explicit information in their  feed-  
back as well as in t h e  tasks  they s e t  for their  
s tudents  to perform. Teachers  can  categorize,  
analyze,  and manipulate  conten t  in their  react ions 
t o  e r rors  as well as in their  stimuli. 
These examples show a teacher  categorizing. 
S: I holding t h e  bag. 
T: Not 'I holding t h e  bag.' I'm holding t h e  bag. 
'1 holding' is wrong. I want you to say 'I'm 
holding.' 
S: I holding t h e  bag. 
T: I holding, I'm holding--these a r e  different .  
Here  a r e  examples  of a teacher  analyzing in his 
r e a c t  ions. 
S: I holding a bag. 
T: W e  put a sound between 'I' and 'holding' like 
this: I'm holding. With t h e  sound, I'm 
holding. Without t h e  sound, I holding. 
S: I holding a bag. 
T: You said i-h-o-I-d-i-n-g; in EngLish, we say 
i-m-h-o-1-d-i-n-g. 
A react ion might even contain some manipula- 
tion of language. 
S: I holding a bag. 
T: I a m  holding a bag. I'm holding a bag. Am I 
holding a red bag? Yes, I am.  I'm holding a 
red  bag. Is he? Yes, h e  is too. He's also 
holding one. 
The tasks  and feedback involving analysis, 
categorizat ion,  and manipulation need not  be  done 
orally. Students  can  b e  asked to wr i te  t h e  infor- 
mat ion requested in regular orthography or in 
phonet ic  scr ipt ;  t eachers  can also present  t h e  lan- 
guage for  analysis, categorizat ion,  or manipula- 
t ion  in these  media. Using media other  than  
speech not  only contr ibutes  to redundancy but  is 
also more  explicit than speech for  some people; 
seeing language in black and white  helps some hear  
it.  
Some argue  vehemently against making use of 
assistance. Incorrect  forms themselves  can  b e  
avoided by humming t h e  examples  or  using non- 
sense words to represent  them. The cor rec t  
sen tence  'He's wearing a hat'  could be  rendered by 
'emz emming e em.' The incorrect  sen tence  'He 
The goal is to help s tudents  
develop categories  by 
seeing not only what models 
contain but also what  they do 
not contain. 
wearing a hat'  could be  rendered by 'em emming e 
em.' Vocalization or  t h e  use of nonsense words 
might help s tudents  discr iminate  and classify 
without exposing them to t h e  error  itself. 
These tasks  can  b e  done on t h e  spur of t h e  
moment  or  some t i m e  a f t e r  a n  e r ror  is  made. If 
t h e  teacher  or  s tudent  'secretaries'  wr i te  t h e  
e r rors  down for  f u t u r e  t r e a t m e n t ,  t w o  advantages 
result. Firs t ,  t h e  form is  presented in another  
medium, important  to those who believe in t h e  
value of redundancy; second, t h e  teacher  is  given 
t i m e  to re f lec t  on t h e  cause  of t h e  error. Se- 
quencing tasks  involving analysis, categorizat ion,  
and manipulation, based on  errors ,  requires some 
insight into t h e  students'  mistaken hypotheses. 
The length of t i m e  needed to prepare tasks  will no 
doubt decrease  with experience. As t eachers  
become more  f a c i l e  with se t t ing  t h e  types of tasks  
suggested here ,  t h e  ' t ime out'  between recording 
t h e  error  and i t s  t r e a t m e n t  may decrease from 
overnight to a f e w  seconds. 
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As students  see t h e  new pa t te rn  of t rea tment ,  
they may begin to use it.  Students  in t h e  lessons in 
this  s tudy t r e a t e d  e r rors  t h a t  their  fellow students  
m a d e  just as t h e  teachers  did. As t eachers  a l te r  
their  pa t te rns  of t rea tment ,  s tudents  might also. 
Though a grea t  number of different  tasks  and 
s e p a r a t e  combinations of feedback can be 
genera ted  t h a t  involve analysis, categorizat ion,  
and manipulation, they  can al l  be  done in a few 
seconds, and t i m e  spent  doing them is probably at 
leas t  as well spent  as t i m e  spent  giving answers 
alone. These tasks  and these  types of feedback 
give t h e  s tudents  a chance  to see relationships; 
given contrast ing examples, they can begin to 
form rules. 
Students' categories  and relationships may be  
d i f fe ren t  f rom ours; we do not know what is  going 
on  in t h e  students'  minds. But t h e  tasks  and feed- 
back suggested here  do give t h e  minds a chance to 
work. Categorizing and analyzing might not only 
help s tudents  cor rec t  one  incorrect  ut terance;  
t h e y  might also help s tudents  establish rules at a 
deeper  level. No a t t e m p t  is made to ask t h e  
s tudent  to ta lk  about  t h e  categories  h e  develops; 
indeed, t h e  point is  t h a t  h e  simply be  given a grea t  
deal  of information in 'bits' so t h a t  he can develop 
categories  and see relationships. Few teachers  
can  descr ibe t h e  rule  for t h e  pronunciation of t h e  
past  t ense  forms  in English before  their  f i r s t  
phonetics course; they  have, however, established 
categories  at a deeper level t h a t  allow them to 
produce t h e  cor rec t  forms. On Sesame St ree t ,  
viewers a r e  shown multiple examples of language 
in many media; t h e  examples a r e  commented on 
and contrasted;  t h e  amount  of t i m e  spent  on each  
point is  extremely small. The tasks  and feedback 
suggested here  a r e  re la ted  to  many of t h e  kinds of 
tasks  and feedback presented on Sesame Street .  
Even if these  types of tasks  or  feedback do not  
develop deep-level rules or help move pa t te rns  
i n t o  long-term memory, they  do force  careful  
listening on t h e  par t  of t h e  s tudents  a s  well a s  t h e  
teacher .  Teachers  ignored 18% of t h e  e r rors  and 
accepted  4% in t h e  lessons studied here. They 
t r e a t e d  s o m e  errors  one  minute  and ignored them 
t h e  next. Whether they chose to, or did so because 
Errors are part  of 
learning--mistaken hypotheses 
and wrong connections a r e  
normal. 
they heard what they wanted and expected,  and 
filled in what  they did not hear in their  mind, we  do 
not  know. Yet ,  these  teachers  expected s tudents  
to hear well enough to distinguish their  own incor- 
rec t  response from t h e  teacher's subsequent cor- 
rec ted  repet i t ion of their  responses. If s tudents  
a r e  to hear  these  differences and learn from them, 
training in listening is  vital. If teachers  a r e  to 
hear more clearly what their s tudents  a r e  saying, 
t ra ining in listening is  vita) for  them, too. Tasks 
and feedback requiring analysis, categorizat ion,  
and manipulation force  careful  listening 
discrimination and may also help teachers  and 
s tudents  develop consistent cr i ter ia  of accep-  
tance. 
An even more  cr i t ical  reason for  using these 
types of tasks  and feedback might exist: they both 
suggest t h a t  errors  a r e  par t  of learning--mistaken 
hypotheses and wrong connections a r e  normal. 
While giving a n  answer t o  a s tudent  may communi- 
cate t h e  message "You a r e  wrong; you should not 
leave out  words," these tasks  may communicate  
t h e  message "Errors provide an important  spring- 
board for  lessons; they a r e  normal. Your hypo- 
theses  about how t h e  language works a r e  t h e  only 
means I, t h e  teacher ,  have to find out  what you 
need to know." 
There a r e  those  who suggest another  approach 
to t rea t ing  errors: ignore al l  e r rors  except  those 
t h a t  prevent t h e  listener f rom receiving t h e  
message being pract iced or  communicated in t h e  
students'  u t terances.  The teacher  ignores all 
errors  unless h e  does not  understand what t h e  
s tudent  is t rying to say. In this approach, t h e  
teacher  t r e a t s  t h e  breakdown in communication 
t h e  s a m e  way we t r e a t  such breakdowns in conver- 
sations. W e  say  "I beg your pardon," or  we  repea t  
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the utterance with rising intonation in such a way 
as to communicate the message "Is that what you 
said?" 
prevalent, while others rare, led to a discussion of 
types of tasks and feedback teachers might use in  
their teaching in addition to those that seemed 
common--at least to this small group of teachers. 
Whether the teachers in this study did what 
should be done or not, we do not know. After 
Advocates of this method make these points: 
( I )  Children and adults who learn languages by 
immersing themselves in another culture seem to 
learn this way; (2) Shop 
keepers, playmates, fel- 
low passengers on buses, 
and bar companions are 
nottrainedtosettasksor 
provide explicit feedback 
when people learning 
their language mispro- 
nounce words or leave out 
function words. On the 
other hand, they do not 
ask those learning the 
language to identify ob- 
jects either; they identify 
objects for the learners 
when the learners ask the 
names for the objects. 
Though systematic analy- 
sis would need to confirm 
this observation, many 
learners as a matter of 
course ask bartenders, 
shopkeepers, and others 
for explicit information. 
Those 'learning on their 
own' can be heard asking 
"Is this correct?" "Is this 
?** or a -
"Please write that word." 
"How many syllables does 
that have?" These ques- 
tions show learners trying 
a 
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viewing the tapes and dis- 
cussing the issues pre- 
sented here, the teachers 
saw how what they had 
done in  their classes dif- 
fered from what they 
thought they had done. 
Seeing what they had 
done and abstracting 
what they had done 
through coding gave them 
a clearer perception of 
their treatment of error 
as well as the way they 
and the students used lan- 
guage. Options appeared 
to them that might other- 
wise not have without 
systematic coding and 
analysis. 
A great many ques- 
tions remain unresolved. 
Teachers might be inter- 
viewed to see what they 
consider their hierarchy 
of errors to be; their 
treatment of errors they 
consider serious could be 
compared with their 
treatment of errors they 
consider less serious. The 
rationale for the kinds of 
to learn from contrasts and redundancy as well. priorities teachers have for correcting errors 
might be studied as well. We have to examine 
teachers teaching their own lessons rather than a 
lesson presented to them; we have to look at the 
same teachers at different times to see i f  differ- 
ent lessons or different class sizes bring out differ- 
ent treatments. We could look at lessons through 
Conclusion 
The purpose of this study was primarily to  try 
to describe the treatments eleven experienced 
second language teachers used in  treating oral 
work. The fact that certain patterns seemed to be 
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different 'lenses' than the one used in this study 
and develop different categories of errors and 
treatments. W e  could also ask teachers to treat 
only those errors which had caused a breakdown in 
communication, to treat errors in some lessons 
only by saying "wrong, try again" and giving the 
answers and in others by giving a longer wait time, 
explicit feedback, and tasks that force listening. 
W e  can also simply ask teachers and students the 
types of treatments they prefer and why they 
prefer them. 
This study has been simply a pilot, an initial 
probe into the definition of the problem. The 
effects the treatments outlined and described here 
have on students' errors, students' attitudes to- 
who speak the target language, may provide h e l p  
ful insights. W e  spend a great deal of time study- 
inglinguisticformsandpatterns. A t  least as much 
time can be profitably spent in examining the 
behavior patterns of language learners and teach- 
ers in classrooms and in the world. 
Summer 1978 Workshop Announced 
An institute/workshop for teachers of French 
will be offered by the University of Washington 
during the summer of 1978. 'Teams' of French, 
social studies, or art/music teachers and curricu- 
lum specialists from the same school will be 
invited to  participate. Stipends from the National 
Endowment for the Humanities will cover room 
ward errors, and students' feelings about taking 
risks in ,earning need to be examined. A great deal 
and board and travel expenses. The purpose of the 
institute/workshop is to  improve the participants' 
knowledge of contemporary French culture and 
remains to be learned from studying the patterns 
of practicing teachers treating errors. In addition, 
observation of language learning outside of our 
classrooms, in everyday give-and-take between 
assist them in developing materials and plans 
needed for teaching cross-disciplinary classes. 
For further information write to: 
Professor Victor E. Hanzeli 
University of Washington 
GN-60 ~~ ..
people trying t o  learn another language and those Seattle, W A  98195. 
